[Feeding function, blink reflex and MRI in the severely handicapped].
Blink reflexes were studied in 41 patients with severe handicaps, and were correlated with feeding problems and other lower brainstem symptoms such as drooling, an absent gag reflex and stridor. Ventrodorsal diameters of the pons and medulla oblongata on sagittal MRI were also studied in 29 of the cases. The patients were divided into three groups: tube feeding (25 cases), oral feeding (13 cases) and mixed feeding (3 cases). In the tube feeding group, all but three cases showed a prolonged or absent R1 component, and all cases showed prolonged or absent R2 and R2' components. These abnormalities were significantly more frequent in the tube than in the oral feeding group. The patients with drooling, stridor or an absent gag reflex more frequently showed prolonged or absent components than the patients without these symptoms. The brainstem size on MRI was not different between the tube and oral feeding group. These results suggest that the blink reflex, particularly its late components, is a useful indicator for evaluating feeding function and other lower brainstem functions.